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It has been five years since the third edition of this well-received reference book was published, and the fourth edition has grown further in size and comprehensiveness.
The structure of the book makes it an engaging read. Parts one and two provide an interesting overview of ethical concepts and of their various underlying philosophical theories. The nature and structure of the law is described and its distinctions from ethics are explored, along with principles of critical thinking and evidence.
Parts three to five deal with core issues in medicine and healthcare and the ethical and legal frameworks that influence them today. Each chapter is prefaced with one or more real-life anecdotes or case summaries which immediately attract curiosity and draw the reader into the subject. The first section of each chapter then explores the ethical concepts relevant to the topic and the issues surrounding it. The authors deal more specifically with legal matters, legislation, precedents and landmark cases, often with considerable detail on a state-by-state basis where this is relevant.
Many of the issues explored will be seen as highly relevant and topical by the practising clinician in anaesthesia and critical care. These include consent, limits of medical care and no-resuscitation orders, palliative care, euthanasia and assisted suicide, organ donation and transplantation, research, drug company involvement and resource allocation in healthcare. The authors' assessment of each topic is generally scholarly and balanced. They offer an interesting position on post-coma unresponsiveness and brain death, which seeks to recognise brainstem death as a condition of a dying rather than dead patient, which they suggest would relieve some of the difficulties and potential inconsistencies that arise from the current ethical and legal framework under which organ donation, including donation after cardiac death, operates.
This continues to be a valuable resource, which seeks to keep up with the increasingly complex interactions between medicine, technology and society.
